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Re: Reports of Universal Service Fund subsidizing free cell phones
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Dear Chainnan Genachowski,
I am writing to express my concern about media reports that a portion of the funding

issued through the FCC Universal'Service Fund (USF) is being used to provide free cell phones
and blocks of minutes to consumers in New York.

Specifically, I understand that a company called Safelink is offering free phones and
minutes to start cell phone service. In their promotional materials the company indicates that
"SafeLink Wireless was created by TracFone Wireless, Inc. when the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) recently approved the company to offer Lifeline -- a public assistance
program that ensures telephone service is available and affordable for low-income subscribers.
SafeLink Wireless applies the Universal Service Fund subsidy to an allotment of free airtime
minutes and TracFone provides the wireless handset at the company's expense. Instead of
receiving a subsidized monthly telephone bill for Lifeline service, SafeLink converts the total
amount of discounted service into minutes each month for one year." I am concerned that the
use of these funds outside of the normal parameters of the program is both inappropriate and
unacceptable. Many are understandably upset at reports that their contribution to the USF is
being used to subsidize free cell phones and minutes for other families.

The great majority of cell phone providers in Western New York participate in the USF.
Many of these companies charge fees on their statements to consumers who then bare the cost of
this program. In light of the SafeLink advertisement, Western New Yorkers are rightly
concerned that their contribution to the USF is going to subsidize a free cell phone and minutes
for their neighbors.

To that end I would appreciate your assistance in answering the following questions: Is
SafeLink using federal funds to provide free or discounted cell phones or minutes to customers?
Is SafeLink using monies from funds paid into by New York consumers to provide free or
discounted cell phones or minutes? Is providing a free mobile phone or minutes a valid use of

PRIN'MD ON REC'l'CL&O '''''''fIl



05-11-10;03:41PM; :202-228-0347 # 2/ 2

federal funds or USF funds? I also welcome any insight you can provide that will assist me and
my community in understanding exactly what is going on here.

I understand the goals of the USF program to provide low income families with a jumpstart to
purchase phone plans and service. However it is unfair to ask working families ofWestem New
York to pay for free cell phones and minutes for their neighbors. To that end I look forWard to
your response.

"Sib;~~~
Brian Higgins
Member of Congress



OFFICE 0

THF. C"AIRMA

FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION

WASHINGTON

ugu t II 010

The Hon rabl Brian Higgin
U.S. Hou e of Repre entatives
431 ann n 1 use Office Building
Washingt n, D.. 20515

Dear ongr man Higgins:

I appr iate knowing of y ur ncem ab ut promotional mat rial di tributed by
racFon Wir Ie and h ther or n t thi company u e of Lifelin fund i ithin th

param ter of the niver al ervic Fund ( ). I har your c n em that th ton and ten r f
the Tra F n commercial may h tri ialized an important go emm nt program. Lifelin is
ju t that - an ential afeguard f I' ur mo t ulnera Ie consum r .

Th nive r al crvice Fund' Lifelin and Link Up progr m n ure that m re than
seven milli n I w-income consumer re eive ac to basic, local tcleph ne ervi e. The
underlying pr mi e of the Univer al efvice und i that all Americans should have aff rdable
communication ervices, wh ther to reach 9- I-I assi tance in an emergency, to obtain critical
social re ource, r to maintain contact with family and upport mechani 'ms. Under current law,
interstate t Ie ommunication catTier are required t ontribute to and they are p rmitted to
pa thi co t n to u tomer .

with funding to p nnit eligible I W-tn om on urn r t
r ice through th company' af Link er icc. Thc

n ami ned and appr d racFone pr p al becau e f th changing habit f
con umer many f whom no I nger rely on traditi nal landlin ph ne er ice a their primary
mean f mmunication. Th mmis ion' rder hinged on TracF ne verificati n that it
cu tom I' w uld receive only ne Lifeline di count per hou ehold, a w 11 as other limitati n .
The Univer al ervice Admini trative Company will monitor TracF ne di tribution of ifeline
fund t en LIre trict compliance with the F 'r gulations.

1am enclo ing the Commi si n's Order appr ving TracFone' univer al ervice
appli ati ns 0 that you can ee fir t hand the lringem afeguards that we placed on thi
company' u e f funds. I appr ciate your interest in thi imp011ant malleI' and plea e nta t me
again if I an b of further a i tance.

Enclo ure
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